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To the dancing men.










The Eternal Female groan’d; it was heard all over the Earth:


Albion’s coast is sick silent; the American meadows faint.


William Blake, A Song of Liberty










Day One










Chapter 1


Thursday, 1 February 1934


 


William stood near the office window, tea tray in hand, and stared out onto Needless Alley. It was not quite eight o’clock, and Birmingham was bathed in a mucky morning light. February was a short but cruel month: a time of itching, preparatory greyness, with the whole world poised for something to bloom. It was only twenty-eight days until March, and yet burgeoning spring, with its daffodils in Cannon Hill Park and city dawn chorus of sparrows and pigeons, seemed far away.


Outside, two women teetered along a pavement slick with ice. The brims of their hats pulled fashionably over their eyes, and the collars of their coats drawn up against the chill air, William only recognised them as the shopgirls from the neighbouring Maison Chapeaux when the plump one craned her neck and flashed him a pretty smile. William balanced the tea tray on the corner of his desk, managed a tentative wave, and noticed how his shoulders ached from lack of sleep.


William had read through the night. A foolish act at his age, but he’d borrowed a book from Boots Library and was due to return it. The book, an account of German fascism, was full of chill, dispassionate detail on rising militarism, and university departments dedicated to creating poison gas, and rampant anti-Semitism fuelled by the popular press. William had woken, gritty-eyed, after a few hours’ sleep to the dark of a winter morning, knowing his fresh understanding of world politics had done nothing but sour his stomach.


He turned away from the window and cleared some of the detritus from his desk, so the tea things were no longer precariously balanced. And there he sat, waiting for Phyll and the start of their daily routine, a comforting, if unprofitable, round of tea drinking, smoking, trawling through the daily papers, and hoping the telephone might ring.


William didn’t have to wait long. Soon, he heard the familiar click of the Yale lock, the sound of Phyll’s soft, quick tread on the staircase, and the clatter of his office door. There she stood, in the doorway, smart in dark overcoat and trilby. Ruddy-cheeked, she was laden with both the newspapers and breakfast – bacon rolls from the café near her digs. ‘This place stinks like a navvy’s armpit.’ She wrinkled her nose and moved towards the desk. ‘Open the window and let in some air before we choke to death.’


‘I suppose it is a bit ripe in here.’ William tipped the contents of the overflowing ashtrays, and the greasy remnants of the previous night’s supper, into the wastepaper basket, but his shame-fuelled attempt at tidying up only served to disturb, and intensify, the stench. And so he did as he was told, opening the window a crack, propping the sash with a ratted copy of the News of the World. He sniffed decorously at his shirt. Clean on yesterday, he would pass muster, just. ‘We’ve done nothing but smoke like chimneys and eat chips since the New Year. If we don’t get a bit of honest toil soon, we’ll fall into ruin.’ He returned to his desk, and then lifted the lid from the teapot, inspecting the state of the brew. ‘Shall I be mother?’


‘Have you heard nothing from Mr Shirley?’ Phyll glanced at the silent telephone, placed the newspapers and rolls on William’s newly cleared, if not clean, desk, and took a seat. ‘I do prefer to take my tea with lemon, Billy.’


‘You’ll be demanding petits fours next.’ William handed her a cup of black tea. ‘Shifty’s still got the hump over the Morton business, but he’ll come round. Holding grudges is bad for business. We must give him time, though. I did hurt him in a very tender spot.’


‘His wallet?’ she asked.


‘Indeed.’


Since he and Phyll began their partnership, they had worked the sum of two cases. An errant husband found in the tender embrace of a buxom neighbour, and a lady bookkeeper, who had absconded with charity funds, discovered living in Bournemouth with a retired games mistress. Business was slow, and would continue to be so until Shifty Shirley, Birmingham’s most pragmatic man of law, was back on side.


William reached for his bacon roll, peered beneath the bread, took a bite, and flicked through a copy of the Birmingham Post. ‘Still up for the pictures tonight?’ he asked. ‘King Kong is on at the Select.’


‘No, thank you. I can’t seem to get behind this giant marauding ape you’re so wild for.’ Phyll opened Picturegoer Magazine and ignored her bacon roll. ‘You know what I like. German Expressionism, light comedy with plenty of dancing girls, gangster flicks, or pictures starring Fredric March. I find everything else is unbearable.’


‘What about Flying Down to Rio?’ William licked bacon grease from his fingertips. ‘They strap the dancers to the wings of an aeroplane and none of the girls are wearing brassieres.’


‘You seem terribly well-informed.’


‘I made a study of the poster when I was hanging around the lobby of the Odeon last Friday. I had nothing better to do since you’d ditched me.’ Immediately, William regretted the dig. Phyll had already apologised for standing him up. He picked at his friendships like a child worrying a scab. It was a bad habit, and it had thrown Phyll into a cool silence. William broke it. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Having no work is getting on my nerves. Christ, if things don’t pick up, I might have to go back to clerking, and I’m too old for all that adding-machine bullshit.’


‘Thirty-six is hardly geriatric.’


‘No one wants a middle-aged office boy. It’s embarrassing.’


‘What else can you do?’ she asked. ‘I mean, what other work experience do you have?’ There was something of the schoolmistress about her tone, but William chose to ignore it.


‘I was a decent soldier, I suppose.’ William added an extra sugar lump to his tea and watched it dissolve into the brew. ‘But there’s no way I can go back into the army. I’ve got flat feet, and I’m too knackered to fight another war. I might write a stern letter to Herr Hitler and tell him to fuck off out of it.’ He glanced at Phyll’s uneaten breakfast – a waste. ‘Besides, there’s the baby to consider. Queenie might be the richest unwed mother in Ladywood, but I want to stay alive and be a proper dad.’


In truth, William and Queenie had never talked about how they would care for their child. William associated his fatherhood with the terrible events of the previous summer and had, until now, let Queenie rule. However, he also knew that if he didn’t assert himself soon, his relationship with his son would devolve into that of indulgent, if infrequent, visits where he would behave like some nervous bachelor uncle. Tomorrow, at his son’s christening, William knew he would play little to no part, but he abhorred the idea of being on the sidelines of his own child’s life. His every instinct raged against it.


‘Look, Billy, I’ve found just the tonic to make you feel young again. The divine Marlene, double spread.’ Phyll placed the open magazine flat on William’s desk and prodded Dietrich’s creamy décolletage with such force William thought the star might bruise. ‘Isn’t she splendid? So very stylish. She has it in buckets. I don’t believe I shall ever get over seeing her in Morocco. What a film.’


‘I wish she’d come to Birmingham and lead me astray. That would take my mind off war. Me and Marlene indulging in a bit of Entente Cordiale.’


‘Ladies first, Billy. Ladies first.’


Outside, the distant hoot of factory sirens called the day shift into work. The draught from the open window caught the back of his neck. William wanted it shut, preferring a cosy fug, but Phyll was a fresh-air fiend. ‘Here’s a story just for you.’ He rattled the newspaper in Phyll’s direction. ‘Your lot are at it again.’


‘Sapphists?’ She didn’t look up from her Picturegoer. ‘Have we formed a political party? If we’re marching, I do hope our shirts are a nice lavender stripe.’


‘No, nudists.’


‘I’m not a nudist. I simply appear naked in the cause of art.’


Phyll had recently taken up life modelling at the art school. The bohemian milieu suited her personality, and baring all to a bunch of budding commercial artists paid the rent.


‘Listen to this.’ William began to read aloud, grinning. ‘The cult of nudism is spreading to the Midlands.’


‘Spreading? How vulgar.’ Phyll returned his smile, happy to play the game. ‘It’s a wonder such filth got past the copy editor.’


‘It gets better.’ William continued. ‘The cult of nudism—’


‘Did you say cult?’


‘I did indeed.’ He shot Phyll a music-hall wink. ‘The cult of nudism, firmly established in Germany and other Continental countries, is rapidly gaining followers in England with at least ten thousand believers in this country. There has been a practising colony near Coventry for some time. Plans are well advanced for the establishment of a camp at Four Oaks, Sutton Coldfield, next season.’ William took another bite of his bacon roll and shivered at the blast of February air hitting the back of his neck. ‘It’s not natural. Not even in Coventry. What are the people of Sutton Coldfield thinking? I’d rather get rickets.’


‘You are quite bandy-legged.’


‘No, I’m not.’ He flipped over the page, making small, greasy smudges on the newsprint with his fingers. ‘That northern bank job has gone from bad to worse.’


‘Is Stoke-on-Trent in the north?’ she asked.


‘Stoke-on-Trent is like Camelot; no one truly knows where it is.’


‘Staffordshire.’ Phyll yawned. ‘And that’s a Midlands county.’


‘The coppers finally found the lady bank clerk. Dead in a ditch outside of Lichfield. Christ.’ William placed his copy of the Birmingham Post on top of Marlene Dietrich, covering her louche, Teutonic glamour with a grainy photograph of an English rose, all mousy brown and respectably pretty. ‘Poor kid had been there for months. I feel for the parents. It was a frozen drainage ditch, you know, in a farmer’s field. She was under the ice. The coppers had to use a pickaxe to get her out. The ice must’ve preserved her body, though. They say she was raped and then beaten to death.’


‘These newspaper reports, they seem so prurient. I wonder how many copies this poor woman’s death has sold. She looks so kind and happy. The sort of girl who’d befriend the outcasts at school.’ Phyll reached for the newspaper, peered at the photograph, and let out a great sigh of exhaustion. ‘A woman goes to work in the morning, safe, boring, conventional work, and by the end of the day, she is raped and murdered. For all our talk of equality of the sexes, modernity, rationalism . . . Oh God, it’s horrific. It’s the twentieth century, and we’re still not safe.’ Phyll looked up at him, her honest eyes wide under her thick, unfashionable brows. ‘Why do men do it?’


‘Because they want to, and because they like it, and because other men let them.’ This was the truth, plain and simple. A pause came, akin to a two-minutes’ silence, and William used it to think about his dead.


Phyll placed her hand on his shoulder and squeezed, in a brief, but comforting, contact. William’s aching muscles relaxed at her touch. ‘Did you see this about the necklace?’ She pointed to a line of newsprint further down the page, and then handed the Birmingham Post back to William, whistling through her teeth.


William shook his head, and began, once more, to read aloud. ‘Police now believe the gang are not professional jewel thieves and intended to steal five hundred guineas kept in the safe deposit box. Our Northern Correspondent . . .’ He nodded to Phyll. ‘Stoke is north, then. Our Northern Correspondent,’ William repeated, ‘can confirm the necklace of sixty flawless blue-pink pearls and thirty rubies which was stolen in the heist is worth twenty thousand pounds. The anonymous owner of the safe deposit box has offered one thousand pounds as reward for the return of the necklace.’


The return of the necklace. Bringing the murderers to justice was immaterial to the man who offered the reward. William wondered why women didn’t go on the rampage at each outrage their sex suffered. He smiled, thinking of Queenie. She once abducted a notorious pimp and left him naked and trussed up like a loin of pork, rope cutting into his flabby, pale skin, outside a police station on the Coventry Road. If Queenie was the future of womanhood, every misbehaving fucker with a pair of bollocks ought to watch his back.


However, one thousand pounds would see him and Phyll right for a year, giving them breathing space to establish themselves as respectable private detectives. Then, of course, there would be the publicity. Perhaps he should get his arse up to Stoke-on-Trent and have a sniff about. William shook the thought from his head. This wasn’t the pictures. Who did he think he was, Bulldog Drummond? He had no connections in Stoke. Besides, he was fated to be universally hated by all coppers and most journalists – the men he would need on side if he was even to begin solving the case.


The shrill, insistent call of the telephone interrupted William’s hesitant dreams of wealth and fame. He stared at the machine, frowning, as if momentarily unsure how to deal with the thing. It was Phyll who answered, her manner formal, professional. ‘Garrett and Hall, private enquiry agents.’ Her slim body tensed at the male voice, an inaudible hum to William, at the other end of the line, and then she nodded sharply, twice. ‘Yes, speaking. Yes, I understand. Yes, of course.’ Perching on the edge of the desk, handset cradled between her shoulder and chin, she scribbled flowers on the blotting pad in thick, deep pencil marks. ‘What do you mean by an incident? . . . Has Freddy regressed in his treatment? . . . What exactly happened and when?’ With each question came another flower. Soon there would be a garden. ‘You don’t want to give details over the telephone. I understand, yes. We’ll come right away. Right away, Dr Moon.’ Phyll dropped her pencil and glanced at her watch. ‘Yes, we’ll be with you within the hour.’ William heard the decisive click of the call ringing off. Phyll replaced the handset on its cradle, her once ruddy cheeks now pale. ‘That was the psychiatrist who runs the residential home where my brother lives.’ She ran her finger over the blotting-paper garden and bit her lip. ‘There’s been some kind of problem, an intruder. The doctor wants us to investigate.’


‘Is he rich?’ asked William. ‘Can he afford us?’


‘Oh yes, Billy.’ Phyll seemed suddenly closed off to him, as if she were protecting some vulnerable core of herself. ‘He’s quite wealthy. I believe all our family money has gone in paying his fees.’










Chapter 2


Before them, Watling Street, a flat strip of near traffic-free road, glittered like polished pewter in the morning light. Phyll drove in silence, and her lightly vibrating nerves filled the air of the Austin with a tetchy, headache-inducing thrum. She sped them past ugly country. Strange, pinkish ploughland, iron-hard with hoar frost, bordered by horse chestnut trees stark in winter black, flanked each side of the road. William watched the circling crows gather above their high, tangled nests. Then, just ahead, he saw a road sign. ‘Red Hollow,’ he said, pointing. ‘We’re nearly there.’


‘I know where I’m going, William.’


She was testy with him, and schoolmarmish. William’s hackles rose. ‘Billy, for fuck’s sake,’ he said. ‘You know I go by Billy. You’re not my mother.’ He glanced over at her small frame, stiff with tension, and was ashamed of both his temper and his language. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘That wasn’t very friendly of me.’


Phyll flicked the indicator and turned another right. The Austin bumped along a narrow country lane rutted with age. He sensed her considering their spat, and of how far to take umbrage. ‘I accept your apology, dearest,’ she said finally. ‘Maybe we should go to the pictures tonight. After we’ve finished here, of course. I could do with a bit of glamour.’


At first, Red Hollow appeared to be just a few brick cottages hugging the roadside, their bow fronts leaning slightly forward, as if poised to make a run for it. Then, the country opened out into a patchwork of meadow, scarred with centuries of work, and edged with ribbon-like drainage ditches, blackly frozen. And beyond the pasture, a river, no more than a brook, its sinuous meander partly outlined by willow and spindling beech, led to ill-managed woodland that hunkered dark in a distant dip in the land.


Suddenly, Phyll swung the car a sharp left. She slowed down, and they followed a muddy trackway – splashing, almost immediately, through a wide, shallow ford – until they reached the entrance to Red Hollow Hall. It was flanked by open wrought-iron gates so mournfully elaborate that William was reminded of those of a municipal cemetery. Then they drove down a twisting avenue, bordered, not with the usual country-house limes, but with oaks. Thickly ancient, their curved, low-slung branches skimmed the frosted grass of the parkland, and sheep, fat in lamb, gathered in threes and fives under their bare canopies.


Red Hollow Hall was not the kind of house a child would draw. A brick-built confusion of gables, doors, small leaded windows, not one architectural feature was symmetrical to the other. One corner of the manor house was fortified with stone the colour of rusted iron and crenellated like a castle. A huge bare wisteria clung, parasitical, to the frontage, like the skeleton of some hideous foreign spider.


To the left of the hall, a church squatted so low in a hollow that William only saw two-thirds of the tower. Built of soft red stone undulating with age, it was topped with an incongruous weathervane, in the form of a mermaid, which swung and clattered in the uncertain breeze.


Phyll parked the Austin hard against the porch. She sat, not moving, deeply breathing and reluctant, as if readying herself for the day. William got out first and opened the driver’s door like a gentleman. Still she held on to the steering wheel, her knuckles tight white with the grip. ‘Come on, Phyll,’ he said. ‘It’s colder than a witch’s tit out here, and we need to make a start.’ Phyll nodded, stepping out of the motor car in accepting silence.


William took a few steps towards the main door. To the left of the porch hung a painted black and white sign. He read out loud, his finger hovering over a brass electric doorbell. ‘Red Hollow Hall. Residential Treatment for Alcoholism, Drug Addiction and Depressive Neurosis. Resident Medical Superintendent Dr. H. E. Moon. MA, MD, DPM, MRCPsych.’ William laughed and turned to Phyll. ‘Half of Birmingham could do with a bit of residential treatment.’ She did not laugh but stood craning her neck, peering about the corner of the hall as if expecting someone. William lit a cigarette, and as he did so, a sickly feeling of déjà vu shivered through his veins. He inhaled deeply, letting the tobacco work its magic, and gathered himself. ‘I know where I am,’ he said. ‘I remember this place.’


‘What?’ Phyll was shrill. ‘Have you been here before?’


He sensed her thinly stretched nerves tauten further. ‘Only when I was a kid. The Coventry Canal runs through the grounds.’ William mustered a breezy reassurance. ‘Me and Queenie hauled coal along here. The house is much smaller than I remember. She always said it looked like a picture-book castle.’ He flinched at the half-truth, and at his own self-deception, for it was not only Queenie’s fantasy, but Ronnie’s too. A survival instinct, he thought. Erase Ronnie out of history or flounder under the weight of gut-churning betrayal. William gathered himself by assessing the topography. Soon, he found his bearings.


Beyond the ancient copse of woodland, and to the south, loomed a slag heap. Like a large black burial mound, it hung threatening and powerful against the white winter sky. Flanking it were the cast-iron workings of the pithead, and the distant factory chimneys which coughed out clouds of dark smoke. ‘Look,’ he pointed. ‘Quarrying, coal, brickworks, I remember this town well. Small but rich. Rich in the stuff.’


‘What stuff?’


William scuffed the toe of his shoe against the gravel drive and unearthed the natural red soil. ‘Clay and coal. They call it the Warwickshire Thick.’


The Warwickshire Thick. Edward Morton had once owned a good chunk of it. William couldn’t shake off his hatred for the Blackshirted bastard, just as he couldn’t stop loving Clara, Morton’s wife. She must have spent her childhood in some village, or nearby town, built to house the men who unearthed it. William knew he would never make the pilgrimage to his former lover’s birthplace, because she had never named it in the short, wondrous time they had spent together. His mouth became acidic, metallic. He felt it in his body – the sad, strange suffering of grief. This, at least, he understood.


Phyll squinted at the slag heap. ‘I’ve always thought it rather spoils the view.’


William was holding his breath. He exhaled, letting it go, and watched the smoke trail from his mouth. ‘Capitalism does that,’ he said.


‘Promptness is a wonderful virtue, Phyll Hall.’ William heard him before he saw him. He had the voice of a great actor, educated but not without character, and William thought he detected something of a Cornish burr. William turned to see a tall redheaded man in his late forties limp towards them. His face was so deeply tanned it spoke of decades of outdoor work in warmer country than the middle of England. He wore an army greatcoat, darkened with age, and carried, quite casually in his right hand, a pistol.


‘Dr Moon,’ said Phyll. ‘How terribly stealthy you are.’ She tilted her pale face upwards and at an angle, and the doctor bent to kiss the proffered cheek. William raised his eyebrows at Phyll’s unusual display of girlishness.


‘It’s good of you both to come.’ The doctor turned to William and held out a gloveless hand in formal greeting. ‘Mr Garrett, I presume.’ William accepted the handshake. ‘Dr Henry Moon. This is my place, which sounds very grand, I know. However, it’s a small operation, as I’m sure Phyll has already told you.’ Phyll had spoken little of Dr Moon, but William nonetheless nodded, and then glanced pointedly at the doctor’s revolver. Dr Moon smiled. ‘Rather handy for country living, Mr Garrett. May we talk as I work?’ He waved the handgun towards the patch of woodland, and William feared for the lives of its circling crows. ‘There is a great deal to do today, and we have limited staff at the moment.’


‘Yes, do let’s talk and walk. I need to stretch my legs.’ Phyll pulled the brim of her trilby down hard against her forehead and set off with Dr Moon.


William paused for a moment before joining them. The church weathervane to his left clattered once more, and a sharp easterly wind pricked his skin like a terrible foreboding. He shivered at the exposure and ran across iron-hard ground, white with rime, to join Phyll and the doctor.


Together, they walked towards what looked to William like a jungle of bare branches, smack in the middle of the pasture. As if he had read William’s thoughts, Dr Moon turned to him, saying, ‘It’s part of the ancient Forest of Arden, Mr Garrett. Wonderful to have it on one’s land. I use it as an imaginative resource for my patients. One must always be amazed at the healing qualities of our native woodland.’


‘Here shall he see no enemy but winter and rough weather.’ William spoke and then winced. Why must he display his knowledge like a peacock unfurling his tail feathers?


Dr Moon laughed. ‘You quote Shakespeare, Mr Garrett. You’ll do. You’ll do very well indeed.’


They crossed a muddy boundary ditch and into the wood, walking a thin path of fallen leaves, single file, through holly thick with red berries, their leaves softly curled, and ancient clusters of alders, their dark, fissured bark wet with moss.


‘How’s Freddy?’ Phyll spoke, finally.


‘Oh, recovering, and quite well, considering,’ said Dr Moon. ‘Can you hear the robin?’


The little bird trilled a big-voiced, territorial call.


‘Very pretty,’ said Phyll. ‘Is Freddy sedated?’


‘My dear Phyll, there was really no need. Freddy is quite well, considering.’


‘Dr Moon, what exactly happened last night?’ Her voice was thin and nervy over the music of the birdsong. ‘You were so vague over the telephone.’


‘Poor Freddy had a frightening experience, that’s all.’ He turned towards her, pausing as if gathering his thoughts. ‘He’s quite alright, but nonetheless, I can’t help but think someone is out to terrify my men.’


‘Your men?’ asked William. It was a curious phrase, rooted in army life and all its strange, paternalistic benevolence.


‘The men under my care.’ Dr Moon ran his fingers through his faded red hair. ‘I want you to know I’m a man of science. I consider matters of the supernatural to be human experience we cannot yet explain through scientific process. We have only just begun to explore the power of the human mind—’


‘Supernatural,’ Phyll interrupted. ‘My God. Dr Moon, you told me you had an intruder.’ Her lips were a hard, pink line.


Communication between an enquiry agent and client was often coy. A fan dance of meaning with each pertinent fact revealed in frustrating slowness. Most people endured endless embarrassments and self-recriminations at their situation before finally, in desperation, calling in a detective. William, an old hand, knew direct questioning was in order. It saved time and was kind.


‘Do you believe there is a strange, or uncanny, element to the nature of your intruder?’ he asked.


The doctor nodded, but then said, ‘I do not believe in the supernatural.’


‘But your patients do.’ William reached for his cigarettes, lit one, took a drag.


‘Yes, Mr Garrett, yes.’ The doctor’s voice held a note of panicked relief. ‘And after Freddy’s unfortunate experience, I think it’s time this nonsense stopped. That’s why I telephoned through to Phyll. It’s not a matter for the police, because I don’t believe what’s happening is strictly illegal. Although if the intruder is an outsider, it is, of course, against the law . . .’ The doctor’s voice trailed off. ‘The police would consider it breaking and entering, I suppose.’


‘But what exactly has the intruder been up to, Dr Moon?’ Phyll retrieved a notebook and pencil from the pocket of her overcoat. In their short time as partners, she had become the organised one, the notetaker, the bill payer, the diary keeper. She had once told William she was ashamed of her skill at shorthand, because it spoke of an unhappy stint at a London secretarial school. ‘Please start from the beginning and do try to be clear. More scientific, if you will.’


Dr Moon focused his eyes on Phyll’s pencil and began. ‘It all started in early November. There were strange noises in the night, pattering footsteps, banging doors in the attics, unearthly moans, that sort of thing. I’m afraid I put the men’s complaints down to our Victorian plumbing; it whines and clatters in the most dreadful way.’ The doctor closed his pale blue eyes, in an act of concentrated recall, William supposed. ‘But then the intruder became destructive and quite sinister. We have a fine old library in the hall, and I woke one morning to find it in complete disarray. Books off the shelves, valuable, ancient books, spines bent, pages torn, all on the floor.’ William winced at the violence. ‘It seemed such a vindictive and pointless act. We made good the best we could, and I sat vigil for a few nights but nothing else occurred. Then, I found a strange carving in the panelling of the patients’ sitting room. That’s the old drawing room of the manor. It was pretty, like a flower, and puzzling rather than threatening, but the patterns kept appearing, and a few were surrounded by burn marks, as if our intruder had been careless with their cigarette.’


William threw his fag into the mulched leaves of the woodland path.


‘And then came the phalluses.’


‘Did you say phalluses?’ William coughed out a guffaw.


‘Childish, I know. I was angry about them. Again, they were carved into the wood panelling, and the lintels and doors. Freddy had to chisel them out and make good. One of our daily women found one, you see. The poor woman was disgusted and handed in her notice. This left us short-handed.’ The doctor shook his head, rueful. ‘We are always short-handed, I fear.’


Dr Moon turned away from them, resuming his woodland trek, so that William and Phyll had no choice but to follow.


‘Finally, there was poor Mr Trent.’


Dr Moon stopped once more, and so suddenly William trod on the back of the man’s heels.


‘What happened to Mr Trent?’ asked Phyll.


‘Didn’t Freddy tell you?’ Dr Moon faced her, blinking, as if only now remembering her presence. ‘Trent was a patient, and he died. He’d been in a bad way. Delirium tremens, don’t you know, and he had a weak heart. It’s not unusual for alcoholics to die from heart attacks. Well, that’s what happened. The poor fellow’s heart went when he was in the bath, and he drowned. This happened on New Year’s Eve. The coroner ruled death by natural causes in January, but by that time, the men had become obsessed and frightened. We need three days’ written notice, but a man is free to leave Red Hollow any time he wishes, even if he has been committed. No one here is criminal or dangerous in any way. Ten men have left since Trent’s death, and I’m finding it difficult to keep staff. There are only three patients left at the hall, and since Freddy’s incident, I fear I may lose the rest. To put it bluntly, the intruder threatens to destroy everything I’ve worked for, and ruin a place of respite and care for men who so sorely need help.’


William repressed a twitch of irritation. Help. Respite and care. Dr Moon talked as if mollycoddling a few rich nerve cases were tantamount to curing leprosy. ‘What exactly are these men so obsessed with?’


‘They’ve got it into their heads that the intruder comes every time it rains. There was a terrible downpour on the night of Trent’s death. Our orderly, Mr Brooke, noticed a connection between the visits and the weather and did the unforgivable. He kicked up a fuss about it and blabbed to the men. He’d got the wind up, and I had to be firm with him, reminding him of his duty to the patients. By then, I think, the damage had been done.’


‘And is there a connection?’ asked William. ‘Is this Mr Brooke correct?’


‘No. I’m sure the library was ransacked on a dry day. However, we are in a wetland. The very watershed of England. People associate stories of ill omen with strange landscapes and places. It’s part of human nature.’


‘Dr Moon, you still haven’t told me what happened to Freddy,’ said Phyll.


‘I think Freddy should tell his own story. It will be good for him, and I think good for you, too.’ He smiled at them both, a host once more. ‘Our destination. The hamlet was named after this place. This is the Red Hollow.’


They stood on the edge of a large and near-perfectly round pond. Water, frozen to a smooth black mirror, reflected the fronds of winter willows bordering its far banks. In the surrounding woodland, bracket fungus, as large and dark as an undertaker’s umbrella, hung on the trunks of leggy oaks, and the once green ferns were now stunted dark with frostbite.


‘It doesn’t look red,’ said William. ‘The whole place looks black.’


‘Look into the pool,’ said Dr Moon. ‘You’ll soon see. It’s quite remarkable.’


William did as he was ordered, taking a few tentative steps down the bank, and leaning as far as he dared over the water’s surface. At first, he saw only his own pale reflection as a distorted flicker. But yes, Dr Moon was right. Beneath the thick shell of ice, William glimpsed a red clay quivering at the heart of the pond. Suddenly, there came a swift and shadowy surge of muscle. A fish, as slick and heavy as a jungle snake, rising from the muddy depths. William watched the creature’s sinuous path until it disappeared into the shadows at the far edge of the pool. How would it feel to be entombed under the ice with such an animal? Unable to escape; the black water filling your lungs; the roots of willows feeling for your flesh in the darkness; the deep, nibbling unknown. ‘Christ almighty.’ His voice was gruff, oddly dampened in the still, wet air. ‘Look at the size of the thing.’


‘Are you alright?’ Phyll grabbed his right arm, steadying him as he rose from the muddy banks. ‘You looked as if you were about to fall.’


‘Jesus Christ, there’s something funny in the water.’ William took a few faltering steps until he faced Dr Moon, who held out a rough hand and dragged him onto the woodland path. ‘Some great big bloody fish.’


‘Water disturbs you, Mr Garrett?’ Dr Moon gave him a curious interrogative look.


William shrugged.


‘Billy has a fear of water,’ said Phyll. ‘He was a canal boatman as a child.’


‘I’m alright.’ William shrugged once more. ‘Phyll’s making too much of it. It’s no mystery. I can’t swim, that’s all, and the pond looks deep.’


‘Yes, few people can bottom the Red Hollow, and that is, quite naturally, a disturbing thought. However, it makes an excellent bathing place for the men in summer. You must come in summer, Mr Garrett. We’ll soon have you swimming, and cure that fear of yours.’ Dr Moon’s voice had that reassuring tone of dispassionate professionalism adopted by all medical men. William found it irksome. ‘The winter makes nature sinister,’ he continued. ‘I believe it is our atavistic fears and instincts made manifest. Winter is both death and representative of death. In the summer, this place is quite an idyll.’


William said nothing. Death in the Red Hollow seemed absolute. He couldn’t imagine its rebirth, a germ of green, spring, or the full flourish of a glorious English summer, and he had no intention of accepting the doctor’s invitation for a future, and probably stark-naked, splash about.


‘That’s what I want, you see. I want this place to remain an absolute idyll.’


And with that, Dr Moon stepped forward, and, aiming his pistol at the Red Hollow, he shot a full round of bullets into the mirror-like ice.










Chapter 3


Gunfire echoed, and the circling crows cawed in flurried panic, retreating into their nests. The cordite hovered in the winter air, and bile rose to William’s throat. There came a slow, eerie creak, as the ice fractured into jagged fissures. He glanced at Phyll, who stood wide-eyed and with her hands at her ears. ‘Christ almighty, man, what the bloody hell are you playing at?’ William’s voice was a shameful, boyish squeak.


Dr Moon smiled, insensitive to their fear and mistrust. ‘Shooting at the ice is one of my more amusing winter chores. It saves all that bashing about with rakes and whatnot, and it does one good to let off steam.’ His reply was almost jovial. ‘We can’t have the fish drown, you see. It’s just a precaution, but the Red Hollow contains some absolute monsters. We’re proud of our coarse fishing. Mr Brooke is a son of the estate and a skilled fisherman. He’s teaching our residents the sport.’ The doctor turned, and waving his pistol in the air, as a London tour guide might an umbrella, called to them. ‘Come, come, let us find Freddy. Come to the church, and then perhaps we’ll have coffee.’


They trudged after him, Phyll panting in her attempt to keep up with the doctor’s long, uneven strides, and William nursing his fractured nerves. As they neared the church, Dr Moon increased his pace to open a wrought-iron gate, the entrance way to the small graveyard. Then he stepped aside in an act of good manners, allowing both Phyll and William through first.


Here, the grass had not yet thawed, and the fallen berries of a thick-trunked yew seemed like garnets strewn on the white frost. In the distance, he heard the tinny rattle and scrape of the pithead. It seemed so high above him, and remote. William turned to Dr Moon and said, ‘We’re in another hollow. Isn’t it unusual for a church to be built on low ground?’


‘I suppose it is,’ said Dr Moon. ‘But I’m no expert on things ecclesiastical. You should ask Freddy.’ He then paused and glanced about him, as if noticing the listing gravestones for the first time. ‘Everything about the manor is eccentric. Nothing seems to have been planned with order or purpose in mind. It’s all rather organic, I fear.’


‘It’s anarchy.’ Phyll shuddered. ‘It’s as if they’ve been buried where they dropped.’ She wrinkled her nose at the ancient, uneven ground. ‘Why do I always want to wipe my feet after I’ve been in a graveyard?’


‘All flesh is grass,’ said William. ‘It says so in the Bible, but I don’t know if it was meant literally or metaphorically.’


Phyll grimaced at his answer and strode ahead with Dr Moon, while William lingered to read inscriptions. The older graves were of the same stone as the church, their Jacobean carvings of skulls and fat cherubs a baroque memento mori. Nearby, a stark, white marble grave memorialised a Captain Sir Redvers Pike, Bart, of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment. Died in 1921. And beyond the dead soldier were the poignant hummocks of the unmarked paupers’ burials.


‘Come, Mr Garrett.’ Dr Moon beckoned, and then glanced up at the undulating clouds. ‘We shall soon be in for snow.’


‘No, it’s a mackerel sky,’ said William. ‘It means rain.’


‘Oh good God, I hope not.’


The red stone of the church seemed paler, almost pink, in the grey light. Lichen burst in fresh, rubbery roundels on the pointed arches above the porch.


Phyll gazed upward. ‘Perpendicular Gothic,’ she said. ‘A nice survival.’


‘You are most definitely Freddy’s sister,’ said Dr Moon.


‘A shared childhood spent in draughty vicarages surrounded by mouldering books,’ she said. ‘I believe father taught Freddy to read from Pugin’s The True Principles.’


They stepped into a musty stone porch. Two wooden benches, smoothed with the seats of ages, stood either side of the door. A yellowing notice pinned to the blistered whitewash detailed times of services.


‘Freddy will be here, I’m sure of it. It’s rather his domain.’ Dr Moon took a huge set of keys from the pocket of his greatcoat but appeared to reconsider. He returned them and twisted the cast iron handle on the door to the church. ‘Should be open. It’s Candlemas Day tomorrow, and the ladies shall be sweeping and garnishing, no doubt.’


‘You keep it locked?’ asked Phyll.


‘It’s necessary, I’m afraid. My men need absolute privacy, and we can’t have the locals roaming about the grounds as they please. We keep the church open for Sunday services and holy days only.’ The heavy door swung open on smooth hinges. ‘Red Hollow is a small parish, and our parson also has the living for neighbouring Whittingford. It’s one of those villages that’s become a suburb of a larger town. The old squire sold the manor and hundreds of new houses were built on the land. These young chaps who work in the Coventry car factories earn high wages and want all the mod cons for their wives. I suppose you know the kind of thing I’m describing?’ William nodded. ‘I’ve been in Red Hollow for seven years, and since my arrival, Whittingford has become unrecognisable. Little remains untouched by the developer’s machinery.’


William thought of the neglected graveyard. ‘Doesn’t it cause ill-feeling? The locking of the church, I mean?’


‘No, not that I know of. The regularly devout walk to Whittingford, but even country folk are less superstitious since the war. If you can call the people of Red Hollow country folk. The town is coming for them. There’s no doubt about that.’


Inside the church, the air was thick with the scent of oil heaters. In the knave, motes of dust danced in the warm glow of lamplight, but the chancel was muddy with winter shadow. The stone walls were not plain but decorated in an Arts and Crafts medievalism of consumptive angels playing brass trumpets, and a motto in Gothic script, declaring: Therefore God give thee of the dew of heaven, and the fatness of the earth, and plenty of corn and wine.


William looked for Phyll’s brother but instead saw a woman. She stood beneath the pulpit, snipping the stems of white chrysanthemums, arranging them in a large tin vase with efficient sparsity. They walked towards her, and she stopped her work, pausing, a little wary at the sound of their footsteps, a leggy bloom still in her hand.


‘What can you get in February?’ It was a rhetorical question and directed at Dr Moon. ‘Florists are so expensive and there is nothing in the garden.’ A tall woman, she was patrician-slim beneath her sage-green tweeds. Her blonde hair was pulled into a plaited coil at the base of her neck. As he neared her, William caught a whiff of dank vegetation and beeswax.


‘You could try silk, or even wax.’ It was a typically practical suggestion from Phyll, whom William now knew to be the daughter of a parish priest. He smiled. Despite Phyll’s bohemianism, her clerical parentage did not surprise him greatly.


The woman regarded Phyll with feigned confusion. ‘I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.’ She looked at Dr Moon.


‘Oh, yes. How remiss of me.’ Dr Moon gestured to William and Phyll. ‘Lady Pike, this is Mr William Garrett and Phyll Hall.’ There was a momentary pause. ‘The manor of Red Hollow belongs to Lady Pike,’ he added. ‘The men and I are simply the current stewards of the house.’ There was a forced, magnanimous tone to Dr Moon’s voice which William felt was not unlost on Lady Pike.


‘Well, Miss Hall,’ began Lady Sabrina Pike, her voice as brittle as ice.


‘It’s just Phyll,’ William and Phyll interjected in unison, so that Phyll’s name echoed as a plainsong in the perfect medieval acoustics of the church.


Lady Pike smiled at their interruption. ‘Silk has been mooted before by one or two of the more modern parishioners. However, I simply cannot bear the ersatz. And I find wax flowers rather redolent of Brighton guesthouses.’


William was sure Lady Sabrina Pike’s slim feet had never crossed the threshold of a Brighton guesthouse, but he appreciated her imagination, nonetheless.


‘Foliage, Lady Pike, seasonal foliage. Plenty of greenery, and the like,’ said Dr Moon.


‘It is not Christmas, Dr Moon. White flowers are traditional for Candlemas, and the village does expect chrysanthemums. It’s what one should use the hothouse for, I think.’ It seemed to be a pointed remark. The woman’s title, her self-confident authority, generations of Pikes in the graveyard, she was county through and through, and Dr Moon was on her patch. Queenie once told William the English gentry were just well-settled French gangsters. They intermarried, played nasty for their money and, above all, kept a closed shop.


Dr Moon smiled. ‘Is Mr Hall about?’


Lady Pike pointed towards the shadowy chancel. ‘Choir stalls. He’s blessing them with his undoubted gifts. Mr Hall,’ she called. ‘Dr Moon is here.’ She glanced at William and Phyll. ‘With some people.’ And then Lady Pike turned back to her flowers, snipping at them with a meaningful, accurate violence.


A tall man in shirtsleeves appeared from behind the rood screen and cast a spindling shadow on the plain stone floor. ‘Hello,’ he cried, waving to Phyll, and leaping down the steps towards them in three leggy strides. ‘Hello, my darling, it’s so good of you to come.’ He gave the assembled company a nervous grin of pleasure, but his focus was on Phyll. He bent to kiss her head, pulling her into his chest, and interlacing his long, sensitive fingers about her shoulders. The embrace lasted no more than ten seconds, and yet William averted his eyes, feeling as if he had witnessed a private act of grief or love. Finally, Freddy released Phyll, saying, ‘Come over and see the choir stalls. They’re fourteenth century, canopied and quite rare.’ He spoke as a child showing a treasure, proudly tentative. ‘But I found something special behind them.’


‘Freddy, are you alright?’ asked Phyll, her voice a gentle whisper.


‘Dr Moon says I’ll be quite myself in no time. I’m not sad or frightened, old thing. I’m simply over-excited.’ Freddy waved his fluttering nervous fingers above his head. ‘I am, perhaps, a little high. It will pass. All things shall be well, darling girl.’
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